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Celebrations of the Self

Romanticism and Transcendentalism

c

ood men must not obey the laws too well,” Ralph Waldo

Emerson said. His aphorism illustrates a vital key to the

American character—after all, if the original colonists had
obeyed the laws, the American Revolution would never have occurred,
and the country might never have existed. This rebelliousness—so much
a part of our heritage—reflects an essential aspect of Emerson’s philoso-
phy of transcendentalism, a distinctively American offshoot of the
romantic movement.

Around the beginning of the 19th century, the movement known as

romanticism sprang up in both Europe and America as a reaction to

everything that had come before it: the rationalism of the 18th-century Ralph Waldo
Emerson

American Authors of the 19th-century. Seated from left: Henry Standing from left: Edgar Allan Poe {in profile facing left) and
Wadsworth Longfellow, William Cullen Bryant, Washington Irving Nathaniel Hawthorne (in profile facing right).
(at the end of the table), and Margaret Fuller (slightly behind Irving). Standing from right: James Russell Lowell (with beard facing front)

Seated in right foreground: Harriet Beecher Stowe. and Ralph Waldo Emerson. The Bettmann Archive.



Age of Reason and, especially in America, the
strict doctrines of Puritanism. Romantic artists,
philosophers, and writers saw the limitations of
reason and celebrated instead the glories of the
individual spirit, the emotions, and the imagina-
tion as basic elements of human nature. The
splendors of nature inspired the romantics more
than the fear of God, and some of them felt a
fascination with the supernatural.

In the first half of the century, as the U.S.
populatlon exploded and the
country’s borders spread
westward, the romantic
spirit guided American
writers in their etforts
to capture the energy
and character of the
new country. Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow
and Washington Irving
were by far the most popu-
lar American writers of the

. . - L Henry Wadsworth
time. Their works exhibit a Longfellow

typical romantic preoccupa-

tion with atmosphere, sentiment, and optimism.
Although Washington Irving was the first

American writer to achieve

international fame, the
first really distinctive
American literature
came from the transcen-
dentalists. The phil-

osophy of transcenden-

talism, derived in part

from German romanti-
cism was based on a
belief that “transcendent
forms” of truth exist
beyond reason and experi- Washington

ence. However, Ralph Irving

Waldo Emerson gave this philosophy a peculiarly
American spin: he said that every individual is
capable of discovering this higher truth on his or
her own, through intuition.

Henry David Thoreau, Emerson’s younger
friend and colleague, proved a prickly but bril-
liant embodiment of transcendentalist ideals as,
militantly turning his back on material rewards,
he devoted his life to the study of nature and his
own individual spirit. His Walden, an account of
the two years he lived alone in a one-room shack
in the country (although dining regularly at
Emerson’s Boston house), remains a genuine
American masterwork. '

Walt Whitman was championed at the begin-
ning of his career by Emerson for the ideas and
style that Emerson believed the new American
poetry required. Still; influential as Whitman has
been in the 20th century, he waited a long time
for his contribution to be recognized by the larg-
er public in his own time. In 1855 he had to
print the first collection of his poems, Leaves of
Grass, himself. Able to sell only a few copies of
the book, he gave virtually all of the 795 copies
away. Meanwhile the same year of 1855,
Longfeliow published The Song of Hiawatha,
which like his earlier books of poetry, sold thou-
sands and became a bestseller.




CHARACTERISTICS OF TRANSCENDENTALISM

INDIVIDUALISM:

Do what is right for you. Don’t follow the crowd.

BELIEF IN YOURSELF:
Be true to one’s own inner perception or mtultlon' hold on to your beliefs because they
are right
for you even if others disagree.

MAN, UNIVERSE AND NATURE ARE ONE:
i, . Emerson called it the Oversoul. It can be a guide to higher understanding; nature
is truth and symbolizes God or the inner life of human beings.

OPTIMISM:

All is good; evil is an illusion.

UNLIMITED POTENTIAL:

Each individual should set high goals to improve.




